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Essentially a warning directed at prospective patients, this book is bound to draw
both fire and acclaim from health care practitioners. The author's concern is that
although the quality of medical knowlege and technology has been improving rapidly,
resulting in better diagnostic and therapeutic abilities, their application to patient care
has not kept pace. Robin believes that there are major flaws in the system of medicine
and medical teaching that can and should be changed. Patients need to be aware of
these flaws in order to best help and protect themselves. Much of what doctors do is
tangential or actually harmful to patient welfare, and Robin does not hesitate to
describe examples.
Undoubtedly, many doctors and medical students who take the time to read this
book will dismiss it either as yet another self-help guide or as a muckraking expose of
the medical profession. It is neither. Although Robin carries his arguments to extremes
in order to make a point, much ofwhat he says is valid, and health care professionals
can benefit from a reminder ofhow medicine may seem from a patient's point ofview.
Robin is himself a doctor, researcher, and teacher of medicine, currently at Stanford
University School of Medicine. He is not anti-science and believes that the medical
system doesoverwhelmingly moregood than harm. Hispremise is simply that a patient
who is informed and not afraid of asking questions of his or her doctor stands the best
chance ofensuring good care.
Robin's approach is to submit many ofthe current medical practices and procedures
to a type of cost-benefit analysis, and he suggests that more patients and doctors use
this approach before deciding on a course oftests or treatment. He argues that, all too
often, doctors are concerned with diagnosis rather than therapy and confuse the issue
ofdiagnostic versus therapeutic value. Test results may have little or no effect on the
treatment and well-being of the patient despite their precision or technological
sophistication. For example, the author cites a case in which an elderly woman with
gastrointestinal bleeding was subjected to upper GI endoscopy to locate the source of
bleeding, even though she, her physician, and her family had all agreed that surgery
would not be performed in any case. The author feels that too many such procedures
have become routine, when their value should be assessed separately for each patient.
There is also a brief and interesting discussion of modern medicine's chamber of
horrors: illness, disfigurement, and death caused by widespread use ofprocedures and
treatments that were not sufficiently questioned, tested, or analyzed before being put
into practice. While many readers might be familiar with the storyofSemmelweis and
puerperal fever, Robin describes more than twenty examples of"iatroepidemics" that
occurred in recent times, such as the useofDES to prevent spontaneous abortions, ileal
bypass surgery tocontrolobesity, theoveruseofchloramphenicol, routine tonsillectom-
ies in children, the use ofpsychosurgery to manage schizophrenia, and the practice of
radical mastectomy to treat breast cancer.
Robin further believes that much of the surgery done in the United States is also
unnecessary. He argues his case convincingly, comparing rates of surgery in the U.S.
with those in Canada and Great Britain, and also comparing death rates, age of
survival, and general health of these populations. Again, he presents a particularly
horrifying example, the proposed practice of "elective hysterectomy" in every woman
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past the age of childbearing. Apparently, it is also a practice among some doctors to
propose removal of a normal breast in women who must have the other removed
because of cancer. Again, there is little evidence to support or refute the value of this
operation.
Even well-patient care is opened to scrutiny. The widespread use ofscreening tests
such as the Pap smear, X-rays, tonometry, and breast self-examination is questioned.
Again, Robin uses a cost-benefit approach and points out the harm that false positive
results may cause, in terms of follow-up testing, financial cost, and emotional trauma.
In comparison, he mentions examples ofunquestionably useful tests such as screening
for PKU and hypothyroidism in infants and discusses the importance of regular
pediatric care and vaccination programs. He also points out that the growing number
ofsuch tests may lead to a preoccupation with illness that may itselfbe detrimental to
the quality oflife.
Other chapters in the book are equally challenging and provocative. They cover such
topics as the care of the critically ill and the use of ICUs, the care of elderly patients,
thedangers ofmedicine as a business, and the risks and benefits ofregarding thedoctor
as God. Robin also takes the time to point out the good that medicine does and can do
and to affirm his belief that, on the whole, doctors are highly capable, intelligent, and
caring professionals. The appendix of the book outlines his recommendations for
changing the medical system, which include changes in the training of medical
students, improved clinical trials, performance ofonly relevant diagnostic procedures,
and so on.
In summary, this book is interesting and provocative. It should interest health care
professionals who are not afraid to hear some strong and convincing criticisms of the
current medical system, as well as their patients.
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FUNCTIONAL VERTEBRATE MORPHOLOGY. Edited by Milton Hildebrand, Dennis M.
Bramble, Karel F. Liem, and David B. Wake. Cambridge, MA, Harvard University
Press, 1985. 430 pp. $35.00.
An advanced and wide-ranging text covering many aspects of current research in
functional morphology, this book consists ofeighteen chapters, each written by one or
two different authors, which review such topics as functional adaptation in skeletal
structure; body support, scaling, and allometry; adaptions for walking and running,
jumping and climbing, digging, swimming, and flying; energetics; design of the
vertebrate eye; and neural control of locomotion. The final chapter, written by two of
the editors, discusses current approaches and concepts in the field.
In general, functional morphology is a complex discipline, incorporating a variety of
approaches. For example, morphologists may approach a question about form or
function by comparative anatomy, functional analysis, modeling, ecological analysis,
or by examining evolutionary changes. Both researchers and students need to be
familiar with vertebrate systematics, structure, and development; basic physics and
physiology; biochemistry; and mathematics.